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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY 

Rare in Sierra Nevada, but widely distributed in lowlands in central and southern California. 
The native subspecies V. v. necator is found in the Cascades in Siskiyou Co., and from 
Lassen Co. south to Tulare Co. Introduced populations inhabit Sacramento and San 
Joaquin valleys and scattered coastal and inland locations from Sonoma Co. south to 
Monterey Co., and east to Stanislaus Co. as well as in Ventura, Los Angeles, and 
Orange cos. Sierra Nevada populations may be found in a variety of habitats, including 
alpine dwarf-shrub, wet meadow, subalpine conifer, lodgepole pine, red fir, aspen, montane 
chaparral, montane riparian, mixed conifer, and ponderosa pine. Jeffrey pine, eastside pine, 
and montane hardwood-conifer also are used. Populations in central and southern California 
occur in annual and perennial grassland, coastal scrub, wet meadow, emergent wetland, and 
cropland habitats, and may use mixed chaparral and chamise-redshank chaparral (Grinnell et 
al. 1937, Ingles 1965, Ewer 1973, Ables 1975, Gray 1975, 1977, Schempf and White 1977, 
Gould 1980). Most sightings in Sierra Nevada are above 2200 m (7000 ft), ranging from 
1200-3700 m (3900-11,900 ft) (Schempf and White 1977). Sightings in central and southern 
California are below 910 m (3000 ft) (Schempf and White 1977). 

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS 

Feeding: Hunts small and medium-sized mammals, ground squirrels, gophers, mice, 
marmots, woodrats, pikas, and rabbits. Apparently an increasingly important predator of 
ground-nesting waterfowl, shorebirds, upland game birds, and eggs in lowland California 
and other areas. Other vertebrates, insects, carrion, fruits, and earthworms used 
occasionally; carrion important in winter, as are lagomorphs. Hunts in meadows, fell-fields, 
grasslands, wetlands, and other open habitats. Caches food (Scott 1955, Scott and Klimstra 
1955, Sargent 1972, 1978, Ewer 1973, MacDonald 1980, Maccarone and Montevecchi 1981, 
Samuel and Nelson 1982, Yoneda 1982). 

Cover: Uses dense vegetation and rocky areas for cover and den sites. 

Reproduction: Den sites include rock outcrops, hollow logs and stumps, and burrows in 
deep, loose soil (Grinnell et al. 1937, Ables 1975). May move pups to new den several times. 

Water: Captive red foxes did not require free water as pups or adults (Sargent 1978). 

Pattern: In Sierra Nevada, prefers forests interspersed with meadows or alpine fell-fields. 
Open areas are used for hunting, forested habitats for cover and reproduction. Edges are 
utilized extensively (Seidensticker 1999). In lowlands, uses fence lines, hedgerows, 
woodlots, and other brushy, wooded areas for cover and reproduction, and hunts in cropland, 
wetland, urban habitats and other open areas (Grinnell et al. 1937. Ables 1975, Samuel and 
Nelson 1982). 



SPECIES LIFE HISTORY 

Activity Patterns: Active yearlong; hunts day and night (Grinnell et al. 1937, Ables 1975). 

Seasonal Movements/Migration: None in many habitats. Sierra red foxes move 
downslope in winter into ponderosa pine and mixed conifer, upslope in summer to lodgepole 
pine, subalpine conifer, alpine dwarf-shrub, and red fir habitats (Grinnell et al. 1937, Schempf 
and White 1977). 

Home Range: Summer home ranges in alpine and subalpine tundra of British Columbia 
averaged 1611 ha (3979 ac), varying from 277-3420 ha (684-8447 ac) (Jones and Theberge 
1982). In Minnesota, lllinois, and Wisconsin, home ranges averaged 700 ha (1728 ac) and 
varied from 155-1554 ha (384-3840 ac) (Sargent 1972, Storm et al. 1976). Red foxes have 
been known to travel up to 395 km (245 mi). Home range size is influenced by food 
abundance and habitat. 

Territory: The male defends the territory, which is shared by the mated pair and pups. 
Defense consists of display, scent-marking, chasing, and rare physical conflict (Preston 
1975). The entire home range may be defended, or territoriality may break down in times 
of food abundance (Orr 1971, Zarnoch et al. 1977, Samuel and Nelson 1982, Seidensticker 1999). 

Reproduction: Mating takes place in late winter (January-March. After a gestation 
period of 52 days, young are born in early spring (March-May). Litter sizes in many studies 
averaged about 5. Most litters are 4-6, though range is 1-12 (Grinnell et al. 1937, Samuel and 
Nelson 1982). There is 1 litter/yr. Lactation continues 56-70 days (Seidensticker 1999). 
Pups dependent on parents for 6 mo, and become sexually mature at 10 mo (Orr 1971, Zarnoch 
et al. 1977). 

Niche: Coexists with coyotes in Sierra Nevada, and with gray and kit foxes and coyotes 
in lowland California. Numbers apparently increase when numbers of coyotes and other 
predators decrease, through predator control or natural factors (Schmidt 1986). Sierra 
Nevada populations apparently reduced by grazing in meadows, which reduces prey 
populations, and by trapping, logging, and recreational disturbance (Grinnell et al. 1937, 
Schempf and White 1977). 

Comments: Sierra Nevada red foxes are rare, and numbers may be continuing to decline 
(Schempf and White 1977). Lowland populations, presumably introduced, are expanding in 
range and numbers (Gray 1977, Gould 1980). 
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